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Introduction
To some, no sooner had francophone literature won its place in the 
seminar rooms of university French departments than the idea of a 
single, monolithic vision of a literature written in French by former 
colonial subjects was called into question and francophonie, as a 
literary category, found itself parceled out into regional subfields 
ranging from the Antilles to West Africa and from the Maghreb 
to the Indian Ocean. To others, incorporating extra-metropolitan 
French-language literature into a broader French-literature cur-
riculum remains both a practical and an intellectual challenge. In-
stitutional vagaries notwithstanding, Maghrebi literature in French 
has begun to come into its own as a distinct academic subfield, as 
evidenced by the steady volume of scholarship that its study has 
generated. One cannot help but notice, however, that criticism of 
Maghrebi literature has not managed to divest itself of a certain 
cult of personality when it comes to its authors. Works by Tunisian 
Albert Memmi, Moroccan Driss Chraïbi, and Algerians Mouloud 
Feraoun and Mouloud Mammeri, to name only a few, are often 
understood as thinly veiled autobiographies, with critics assuming 
an indexical relationship between author and narrator, placing sig-
nificant emphasis on the texts’ ethnographic features and realism, 
and calling unproblematically upon the author’s own statements 
about his or her work as a basis for interpretation.
Of course, innovative theoretical approaches have certainly been 
brought to bear on this corpus of primary material, and my goal is 
neither to essentialize the totality of the critical production on the 
Maghrebi novel in French nor to turn a blind eye to the various 
evolutions in criticism.1 However, this tendency toward autobio-
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graphical reading remains a peculiar one given that francophone 
Maghrebi literature emerged during an era that witnessed the 
baptism of the intentional fallacy by the partisans of New Criti-
cism and the rise of “high theory,” its concomitant dissolution of 
man, deconstruction of text, and death of the author.2 The curious 
scholar is forced to wonder whether francophone Maghrebi cul-
tural productions have become victims of a kind of critical jet lag, 
seemingly stuck “behind the times” and rarely parsed in terms of 
their innovative and often subversive textual strategies.
In the particular case of Albert Memmi, a substantial portion 
of the scholarship devoted to his oeuvre is built upon the notion 
that his literary production is autobiographical or “autographic.” 
Such readings, however, disregard the absence of discursive or 
paratextual elements that would signal a straightforward autobio-
graphical operation. (It is worth noting, for example, that not a 
single character in Memmi’s six novels bears the author’s name.) 
Memmi’s essays, which often stage in theoretical terms the philo-
sophical or existential problems posed in his novels, also fail to 
provide a coherent, consistent portrait of their author. In spite of 
evidence that a more complex set of operations is at stake, critics 
have pressed Memmi’s personal narrative into the service of liter-
ary interpretation, using his life story to explain his literature and 
thus limiting its analytical possibilities. Such treatment is all the 
more perplexing when compared with the types of practices mo-
bilized in the interpretation of metropolitan French literature of 
the same period, where criticism generally accounts for the com-
plexity of first-person narratives (be they categorized as novels or 
autobiographies) and strives to negotiate their idiosyncrasies and 
even to highlight their ambiguities as signs of textual innovation. 
Such work has produced original analyses and myriad neologisms 
such as autofiction, autography, and autoportraiture in an attempt 
to account for variance within an ever more broadly conceived 
genre. Unlike the relatively capacious construal of autobiography 
mobilized within the metropolitan space, Memmi’s work, like that 
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of other francophone writers of North Africa, has found itself sub-
ject to a near foreclosure of interpretative possibilities.
Notwithstanding its admittedly pugnacious title, Against Auto-
biography does not seek to demonize the genre of autobiography. 
To the contrary, under pressure in this study is not autobiography 
as a form of writing but rather its deployment as an interpretative 
lens or reading strategy. Such practices, which continually return 
us to questions of the author’s intention, illuminate neither the 
works they interpret nor the genre of autobiography itself in its 
complex, protean nature. Further, they do not account for a whole 
raft of textual possibilities such as generic ambiguity, hybridity, 
and subterfuge. In addition to its failure to conceive of certain 
texts as something other than autobiography, criticism of works 
by Maghrebi writers has often been unwilling or unable to account 
for autobiography’s potential to function as a discursive strategy 
capable of multiple forms of subversion. A sustained engagement 
with Memmi’s work is a tactical choice insofar as it provides an 
ideal laboratory in which to hone different strategies for reading 
and interpreting a body of textual material that has consistently 
shuttled back and forth between fiction and nonfiction and that 
contains within it a critique of reading for biographical material 
alone.
Rather than cast aspersions on critical works that have come 
before it, Against Autobiography seeks to unpack the existence of 
such autobiographical criticism as a perhaps natural, if not inevi-
table, symptom of a greater problem that has plagued francophone 
Maghrebi writing since its arrival on the literary scene, namely, its 
difficulty in finding a natural home as an object of study in litera-
ture departments of French universities. Ferried between depart-
ments of French and comparative literature, the works of North 
African francophone authors have been slow to gain an institution-
al foothold in universities in France. To a certain extent, and not 
without irony, Memmi’s own career as a cultural sociologist and 
the part he played in introducing francophone Maghrebi works 
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into the French academy—specifically through the creation of a 
trio of anthologies devoted to Maghrebi literature in French—may 
have contributed to this phenomenon.
Once the concept of autobiography as interpretative filter is re-
moved, however, and autobiography itself is reconceived as a tex-
tual strategy, Memmi’s corpus of essays, novels, prefaces, personal 
récits, and interviews can be understood not in terms of their au-
thor’s intentions but rather as a repository of textual intentions 
that contain within them embedded theoretical discourses.3 These 
discourses, furthermore, are by no means confined to questions 
of autobiography and authorial intention; rather, they are indica-
tive of multiple points of contact between Memmi’s oeuvre and 
several of the major epistemological shifts associated with cultural 
production in the second half of the twentieth century. Memmi’s 
works, then, produce theories that resonate both within and be-
yond their original context.
To put forth Memmi’s “production of theory” as a crucial ele-
ment in the title of this study is to unsettle our received notions 
of what theory is and where it may be found. Given that we are 
accustomed to thinking about theory as a genre unto itself that 
works on, or from, textual, cultural, and aesthetic objects in order 
to produce a set of speculatory insights, it might seem unortho-
dox to propose that theory can be produced in the absence of an 
author’s intention to do so, or that it might be found in those very 
objects we have become accustomed to theorizing. Whereas one 
quite naturally recognizes a theoretical operation at work in Mem-
mi’s essays on colonized subjects, Jews, and relations of dominance 
and dependency, it is perhaps less readily obvious to conceive of 
his other texts (novels, interviews, prefaces) as sites where theo-
ry is fashioned. One of the main goals of Against Autobiography, 
then, is to expose this theoretical operation as it is produced in 
novel sites. Finally, to suggest that one might locate theoretical dis-
courses in a constellation of texts that includes essays, novels, and 
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interviews is to both reconceptualize theory itself and reimagine 
its proper location.
The seductions and temptations of autobiographical reading are 
certainly understandable, particularly given that Memmi’s origins 
and life story are tightly woven into the historical fabric of the 
twentieth century. Certainly Memmi’s trajectory has been deeply 
inflected by the events of the recent past: born a poor Jew in a 
colonized Arab land, a subject of French imperialism educated in 
the colonial school system, his identity was forged in the thorny 
interstices of a cultural and geopolitical situation that would only 
grow more complicated with decolonization and the rise of pan-
Arabism in the Maghreb. As a member of an indigenous group in 
French-ruled Tunisia, Memmi was considered a colonial subject; 
as a Jew, however, opportunities for French education and the pos-
sibility of an easier path to French citizenship set him apart from 
his Muslim compatriots. Between colonized and colonizer, Jew 
and Arab, occident and orient, Memmi’s position has always been 
historically ambiguous. The dominant narrative of his life, then, 
has been one of a subject whose multiple belongings challenge the 
notion of fixed identities and easy binaries.
The author’s work undoubtedly bears the traces of this history 
and of a personal struggle to come to terms with his hybrid iden-
tity. Educated entirely in French, first at schools run by the Alli-
ance israélite universelle (a colonial school system founded and 
managed by French Jewish interests), then at the prestigious ly-
cée Carnot in Tunis and the University of Algiers, and finally in 
sociology and philosophy departments of Parisian universities, 
Memmi is Tunisia’s most decorated francophone author and its 
first writer and contemporary thinker of international renown. 
When he was born—quite literally “at the end of a cul-de-sac” 
at the edge of La Hara (the Jewish ghetto of Tunis) on December 
15, 1920—Tunisia had been a French protectorate since 1881. Un-
like the Grana—bourgeois Jews descended from Livornese immi-
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grants, whose children were educated at the French-run lycée and 
who benefited from greater socioeconomic mobility, the Memmi 
family were Touensa—“ghetto” or indigenous Jews whose socio-
economic status did not favor intellectual pursuits. Albert’s father, 
Fradji Memmi, was a saddle maker; his mother, Maïra Sarfati, was 
illiterate and spoke only a Judeo-Arabic dialect. As the eldest of 
twelve children, Memmi would typically have been destined to ap-
prentice at his father’s workshop and follow in his footsteps. His 
early success at the kouttab, however, caught the attention of mem-
bers of the Jewish community, and he was awarded a scholarship 
that allowed him to attend the Alliance grade school and, later, the 
lycée Carnot (1932–39).4 It was at Carnot that Memmi, greatly in-
fluenced by his teachers Jean Amrouche and Aimé Patri, decided 
to dedicate his life to the study of philosophy and literature.
The extension of the Second World War into North Africa and 
the subsequent promulgation of the Vichy laws in the region made 
it impossible for Memmi to complete his studies at the University 
of Algiers. In 1942, he and the other Jews were expelled from the 
university; the next two years were spent in work camps in Tu-
nisia.5 At the end of the war, Memmi made his first trip to Paris, 
where he completed studies in philosophy at the Sorbonne and 
married Germaine Dubach, a young Catholic woman from Alsace, 
before returning to Tunis in 1951. During what would be Memmi’s 
final years in Tunisia, he worked as a professor at Carnot, founded 
a psycho-pedagogical center, and directed the literary and cultural 
section of L’Action, the first French-language newspaper with Tu-
nisian nationalist sympathies.6 It was also during this politically 
and intellectually charged period that Memmi would emerge as 
Tunisia’s first francophone novelist, publishing The Pillar of Salt in 
1953 and Agar in 1954. These final years in Tunis also marked the 
beginning of Memmi’s work as an essayist. In conversation with 
colleagues from Carnot, he began to make notes for the manu-
script that would become his seminal study of the colonized con-
dition, The Colonizer and the Colonized.7
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The decision to return to Paris in 1956, the same year that colo-
nial rule ended in the French protectorates of Morocco and Tuni-
sia, was a vital one for Memmi, for the atmosphere on the eve of 
independence had become, as he describes it, “stifling.” Like many 
Tunisian Jews of the same era, he had strong albeit conflicted cul-
tural and intellectual ties to France, and although he was an active 
proponent of Tunisian independence, Memmi sensed that the na-
tionalism and pan-Arabism of the newly independent Bourguiba 
government would leave little space in civic life for the hybrid 
Arab-Jews.8 Describing the role of the geopolitical conjuncture in 
his decision to go into exile, Memmi wrote, “I don’t think I would 
have left Tunis if History hadn’t chased me out, if it hadn’t become 
impossible to live in my native city.”9 By 1956 the author and his 
family had settled permanently in Paris, and in 1973 he became a 
naturalized French citizen.10
Upon his arrival in Paris, Memmi obtained a position at the 
Centre national de la recherche scientifique (cnrs), and in paral-
lel with his research activity he taught at the École pratique des 
hautes études and at the University of Paris-X (Nanterre), where 
he held a chair in cultural sociology. For a time he participated in 
the activities of the Temps modernes group and at one point agreed 
to direct a special issue on Tunisia.11 According to Memmi, it was 
his association with the group, which revolved around Jean-Paul 
Sartre, that led him to be viewed as an écrivain engagé or a com-
mitted writer. Memmi, however, claims to have been put off by the 
idol worship Sartre inspired among his acolytes, and he attended 
only a few meetings of the Temps modernes editorial board.12 The 
special issue on Tunisia never came to fruition.
Although Memmi’s early forays into fiction were successful, 
earning him awards and positive reviews—The Pillar of Salt, pref-
aced by Albert Camus, garnered the Prix Fénéon—after Agar he 
would not publish another novel until the late 1960s. Firmly en-
sconced in Paris’s Marais district, where he still lives today, he 
embarked upon a more experimental mode of fiction with The 
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Scorpion; or, The Imaginary Confession (1969) and Le désert; ou, 
Les aventures de Jubaïr Ouali el-Mammi (The desert; or, The ad-
ventures of Jubaïr el-Mammi, 1977). Neither of these works has 
enjoyed the same attention and readership as his earlier novels, 
and Memmi himself has said that, particularly in the case of The 
Scorpion, his readers did not understand what he was trying to 
accomplish.13 He has nonetheless continued to write fiction, pub-
lishing Le Pharaon (The pharaoh) in 1988 and a set of intercon-
nected short stories titled Teresa et autres femmes (Teresa and other 
women) in 2004. Le mirliton du ciel (The reed pipe of the sky, 1985) 
is the author’s only collection of poetry to date.
Memmi has undoubtedly won broader attention for his essays. 
The Colonizer and the Colonized (1957) is now considered a classic 
and was once a livre de combat for “colonized” peoples from the 
Congo to Québec. Other essays depart from the colonial context 
but nonetheless articulate themselves around dialectal pairs (Jew 
and Arab; purveyor and dependent; dominator and dominated). 
Memmi quite literally wrote the definitions of “racism” and “het-
erophobia”—the latter a term he coined to capture the pervasive 
fear of difference that undergirds racism, anti-Semitism, and other 
forms of prejudice.14 Most recently, Memmi published Testament 
insolent (Insolent legacy, 2009), a book-length essay in which he 
revisits a number of themes and issues from secularism and hap-
piness to duos and dependency.
In the domain of literature Memmi’s legacy has been slow to estab-
lish itself, and while his impact on the fields of sociology and post-
colonial studies cannot be denied, all too often his contributions 
(like those of Moroccan writers Albedelkébir Khatibi or Abdellatif 
Laâbi) have lingered in the wings while those of Frantz Fanon oc-
cupy center stage. Like Memmi, Fanon fascinates both for his per-
sonal story and his groundbreaking work on colonization; in the 
case of Fanon, however, an interest in the former has not come to 
overshadow, or overdetermine, critical appreciations of the latter.
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In a move that seeks to redress such imbalances and reframe 
Albert Memmi’s contributions to literary, theoretical, and postco-
lonial studies, Against Autobiography places the Tunisian author’s 
work at the center of intellectual debates that animated the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century and continue to resonate within 
scholarly circles. The book’s structure is designed to explore the 
points of contact between Memmi’s literary production and four 
major developments in Western critical discourse: the crisis of the 
authorial subject; the interrogation of the form of the novel; the 
resistance to the hegemony of vision and the ocular; and the cri-
tique of colonialism (itself part of the broader process of decolo-
nization). Each of these moments is typical of the epistemic shift 
of the postwar period, which corresponded to a profound inter-
rogation of hegemonic, totalizing structures. The dawning of the 
era of the “posts”—postcolonialism, postmodernism, poststruc-
turalism—and the establishment and subsequent reexamination 
of francophonie as a literary category are also reflected in these 
developments.
In French thought, the crisis of the subject emerged when the 
linguistic turn challenged the primacy of consciousness as a foun-
dation for knowledge and meaning, positing language as consti-
tutive of reality and thus setting aside anthropocentric models of 
knowledge. The move in favor of evacuating the subject was per-
haps best encapsulated by Claude Lévi-Strauss’s declaration that 
“the goal of human sciences is not to constitute man but to dis-
solve him.”15 From the dissolution of man and the revolt against 
the “return of the Cartesian cogito in Husserlian phenomenology,” 
it was but a small step to the dissolution of the author as the maker 
of meaning in writing.16 Just as the subject gave way to language, 
the author gave way—in theory—to the text, thus becoming ir-
relevant to structuralism and poststructuralism.
The second of the four critical discourses mentioned above is 
implied directly in the “death of the author.” For if “the novel is 
the expression of a changing society,” it follows that the epistemic 
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revolution which brought about the “disappearance” of the subject 
would have reverberations within that particular genre.17 In the 
same year that Memmi completed The Pillar of Salt, Les Editions 
de Minuit published what would later be described as the first 
nouveau roman: Alain Robbe-Grillet’s The Erasers.18 Less the name 
of a coherent movement than a broad rubric describing a group 
of writers working in a similarly experimental vein, the nouveau 
roman might nonetheless be characterized by several dominant 
principles: the rejection of nineteenth-century Balzacian realism; 
highlighted relativity and uncertainty; and, in keeping with critical 
trends in sociology and philosophy, the removal of man and his 
context from a position of primacy. Stylistic exploration was also 
a hallmark of the new novel, and by rejecting traditional novelistic 
elements—plot, character, linear narrative time—the new novelists 
laid bare the inner mechanisms of the genre. This new approach to 
the novel consequently gave way to new forms of autobiography, 
particularly as nouveaux romanciers like Natalie Sarraute and Rob-
be-Grillet began to produce self-conscious first-person narratives 
that would come to be labeled nouvelle autobiographie.19 Thus as 
the rules governing the novel were interrogated and dismantled, 
and as representations of the self in writing ceased to obey tradi-
tional schemas, critical awareness of the ambiguity and instability 
of genre boundaries became heightened.
Because of its perceived obsession with the visual, the nouveau 
roman was sometimes called l’école du regard [the school of the 
gaze], a fact that provides an opportune segue to the third critical 
shift within the epistemological moment under consideration: the 
rise of “antiocularcentrism.” Once considered to be ocularcentric 
in the Hellenic tradition, Western culture and French thought in 
particular began, in the early twentieth century, to turn away from 
the “noblest of the senses.” Martin Jay suggests that a “denigra-
tion” of vision began to emerge with the work of Henri Bergson, 
becoming increasingly complex and at times contradictory in the 
postwar era.20 The rejection of the eye and the visual as reposito-
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ries of power participates in a current of thought that sought to 
counter the totalizing aspects of the Enlightenment project. While 
vision in the eighteenth century was thought to play a central role 
in perception, knowledge, and the theorization of the acquisition 
of knowledge,21 the postmodern critique of modernity has taken 
to task the hegemony of vision and the eye as a source of “power-
knowledge” in the Foucauldian sense of the term.22
Linked to concerns regarding hegemonic and totalizing systems 
of power, the rejection of the imperial project is the final moment 
in which this study situates Memmi’s work. The 1950s in France 
saw the emergence of an anticolonial movement and the produc-
tion of a contemporaneous anticolonial discourse among intellec-
tuals on both sides of the imperial equation. In the aftermath of 
the Second World War, European intellectuals such as Sartre and 
the Temps modernes group rallied to take up a position against 
the continued presence of France in Indochina and the Maghreb. 
Fueled in particular by the crisis in Algeria (1954–62), European 
intellectuals demanded the independence of France’s colonies. 
In parallel, colonized and recently decolonized intellectuals took 
up their pens to denounce colonialism—writing both for their 
compatriots and for a European audience. At times mentored and 
encouraged by their European counterparts, these thinkers were 
compelling voices in the struggle for independence. The discourses 
that emerged sought to demonstrate the negative impact of the co-
lonial project on the colonized peoples subjugated by the system; 
they also aimed to reveal to Europeans that their participation in 
the colonial project was equally malevolent to their own society.
Given the weight of these four critical discourses, it is important 
not to lose sight of the specificity of Memmi’s work, for to focus on 
a writer typically qualified as “francophone” is also to engage with 
a specific set of categorizations and problems: Is a francophone 
writer necessarily a postcolonial writer? What role is played by the 
writer’s original culture? Is francophone literature fundamentally 
different from its metropolitan counterpart? How does the exis-
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tence of a category like francophonie—given its cultural, institu-
tional, and linguistic iterations—inflect the way these works are 
read? While each chapter of Against Autobiography interrogates the 
points of contact between a given critical discourse and the theo-
ries produced by a cross-section of Memmi’s texts, the aforemen-
tioned questions are also used to structure the study, grounding 
it in the historical and institutional debates that surround franco-
phone writing while interrogating the debates themselves.
The first chapter, “Of Authors and Archives: Albert Memmi’s 
Francophone Postcolonial,” establishes and complicates a history 
of francophonie and the postcolonial as concepts relating to the 
crisis of the subject, particularly the writing subject. Through an 
analysis of his position on francophonie in prefaces to three an-
thologies of Maghrebi literature in French, Memmi emerges as an 
arbiter of literary categories. Furthermore, the exploration of his 
prefaces reveals the story of a definition in evolution, suggesting 
that Memmi’s francophonie was in fact a proto-form of the postco-
lonial. It is my contention that Memmi’s oeuvre is complicated by a 
paradox that emerges at the intersection of twentieth-century au-
thor theory and postcolonial studies: while Barthes’s “burial” of the 
author liberated the text from the intention and biography of its 
creator, postcolonial studies is motivated by a deep consideration 
of the author’s subject position and identity (race, origin, gender). 
An analysis of the nuances of this paradox demonstrates how fran-
cophone postcolonial literatures generally and Memmi specifically 
have remained outside of the paradigm shifts that have impacted 
the Western literary canon. In a final gesture, this chapter looks to 
feminist theory’s multiple interrogations of “author theory” as an 
alternative paradigm for francophone postcolonial studies.
The second chapter, “Writing Back to Whom? Novel Strategies 
of Ambiguity and the ‘Mark of the Plural,’” examines the generic 
ambiguity of Memmi’s novels and personal essays in order to com-
plicate the question of “writing back.” A catchphrase of postcolo-
nial studies, “writing back” suggests that the ensemble of colonized 
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or recently decolonized individuals—perceived as peripheral to a 
former colonial center—uses its literary production as a means of 
resisting the center’s discursive hegemony. Although the concept 
of “writing back” presents certain useful hermeneutical aspects, 
it is rooted in the assumption that the former empire has but a 
single interlocutor: its former imperial authority. Memmi’s work 
would appear to suggest a more complex response, and in the 
second chapter, through close readings of his novels, interviews, 
and “official” autobiography, I explore the ambiguous nature of 
the genres of autobiography and novel in works by Memmi and 
two other Maghrebi writers, Driss Chraïbi and Mouloud Feraoun. 
Memmi’s first-person narratives are revealed to be doubly sub-
versive: by employing the first-person pronoun, they contravene 
Jewish and Muslim literary traditions, historically distrustful of 
the “I,” while thwarting the “mark of the plural”—the tendency 
to treat the non-Western individual as representative of the non-
Western collectivity. Furthermore, the generic ambiguity that char-
acterizes Memmi’s work suggests that the Maghrebi novelist, like 
many French novelists of the same era, was engaged in an inter-
rogation of literary forms and their limits, an interpretation that 
complicates the notion that writers from the periphery operate in 
a primarily mimetic mode.
The third chapter, “Writing without Seeing: The Enigmas of 
Memmi’s ‘Denigration of Vision,’” explores the position of Mem-
mi’s corpus with respect to the visual and the various discourses 
its theorization has produced. Antiocularcentrism dominated the 
second part of twentieth-century French thought, with major fig-
ures such as Foucault, Derrida, and Levinas critiquing the central-
ity of the eye and the hegemony of vision. Close examination of 
their theories, however, reveals a contradiction: despite the call to 
resist the power of the gaze, there is recognition of the all-perva-
sive nature of the visual. Because blindness and vision constitute 
recurrent tropes in Memmi’s novels and essays, the representation 
of blindness appears to function as a critique of interpretation; as 
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various characters lose their vision or are confronted with sym-
bolic blindness, their capacity to read—that is, to interpret—in-
creases. This would appear to place Memmi’s oeuvre firmly within 
the antiocularcentric domain of his contemporaries. At the same 
time, however, tropes of vision and an interest in the represen-
tative capacity of the visual complicate the initial reading. After 
examining an episode of symbolic blindness in The Pillar of Salt 
(1953), I turn to a later, more experimental novel, The Scorpion; or, 
The Imaginary Confession (1969), in which physical sight is also 
thrown into question. Notwithstanding this apparent rejection of 
the visual, the textual presentation of The Scorpion, with its five 
fonts and intercalated images, gestures to the importance of the 
visual in representation. Furthermore, Memmi theorizes his own 
use of visual coding in the essay L’écriture colorée; ou, Je vous aime 
en rouge (Writing in color; or, I love you in red, 1986), in which he 
proposes a system of colors designed to represent different levels 
of discourse and verisimilitude. As a companion piece to The Scor-
pion, L’écriture colorée provides the occasion to examine the limits 
of this contradiction whereby an apparent desire for clarity obfus-
cates its own goal. Rather than inscribe Memmi’s work definitively 
within an ocularphilic or ocularphobic mode, this chapter reveals 
the complex interrelationship of the two.
The final chapter, “From Colonizer and Colonized to Decolo-
nization and the Decolonized: Texts, Contexts, Paratexts,” histo-
ricizes and analyzes Memmi’s most celebrated essay by placing it 
alongside other significant “calls to arms” of the colonial struggle 
(manifestos by Fanon, Césaire, and Amrouche). I begin by tracing 
the emergence of an anticolonial discourse that took root in the 
1950s and was situated largely in Paris, bringing together engaged 
intellectuals from both France and the colonized world. Although 
similar in its goal to the other anticolonial essays of the era, Mem-
mi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized differed in its desire to repre-
sent both protagonists in the colonial drama. Notwithstanding its 
qualifications as distanced and objective, Memmi’s essay presents 
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an authorial voice that is anything but detached from its subject. 
Rather than a rallying cry of “us” against “them,” the voice of The 
Colonizer and the Colonized oscillates between “same” and “other” 
yet assimilates neither. The authorial voice is ambiguous and pro-
foundly dialogic, meanwhile employing such strategies as irony 
and litotes, which destabilize the reader. Existing readings of The 
Colonizer and the Colonized have failed to analyze these elements, 
which suggests that the essay’s nature as a literary artifact has yet 
to be fully accounted for. Finally, the chapter examines the role of 
the paratext—particularly Sartre’s preface to Memmi’s essay—in 
shaping the reception of The Colonizer and the Colonized, and it 
closes with a consideration of the 2004 “sequel” essay, Decoloniza-
tion and the Decolonized.
Rather than conclude, Against Autobiography offers an oppor-
tunity for continued reflection by speculating on the potential of 
Memmi’s work and thought to provide new frameworks for re-
thinking very recent debates. “Albert Memmi in the Post-Fran-
cophone World” reads several of the author’s literary prefaces as 
offering prescient solutions to certain problems of classification 
posed by contemporary polemics. The 2007 manifesto “Toward 
a ‘World-Literature’ in French” and the ongoing conversations it 
has produced have prompted scholars of francophone literature 
to revisit, once again, the terms and categories they use to define 
and delimit their objects of study. Although Memmi was not in-
volved in the formulation of the concept (nor was he invited to 
sign the manifesto), his earlier meditations on francophonie, when 
read alongside the text of “Toward a World-Literature in French,” 
reveal the derivative nature of the manifesto. Memmi’s reflections 
in turn constitute an implicit blueprint for inclusive categories 
whose architecture reflects an understanding that terminological 
pragmatics need not pose a threat to emerging poetics.
The interpretative paths suggested by Against Autobiography 
open the way for critical practices that allow works of Maghre-
bi francophone literature to be read as complex literary objects 
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that do not simply offer themselves up as ethnographic curios but 
instead interact with and produce theories of literature. Indeed, 
when we cease to “beat the text into a shape that serves [our] pur-
pose,” we discover that Memmi’s body of work generates theo-
retical and heuristic possibilities that reach beyond the confines 
of his corpus to interact with major epistemological moments of 
twentieth-century thought and that, by extension, similarly rich 
prospects might be imagined for the texts of other writers from 
the putative margins.23
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